CHAPTER   46

TULIP  TIME

ON the table by the window in my room, the window that
looked down on the quiet old street in the heart of Vienna,
stood twelve tall red tulips. They were the first things I saw as
I opened the door on the stroke of midnight on Thursday,
March loth, 1938. With that last stroke of twelve my birthday
began, and I had been strictly forbidden to enter the room a
second earlier.

As I opened the door wider I saw my sitting-room trans-
formed. On another table in the centre of the room was a
great circlet of primroses and within that another circlet of
violets and inside that again a marvellous cake with forty-three
white candles burning round it, one for each year of my life, and
a red one for life itself. At one side stood a bottle of champagne,
sleek and pompous as an alderman, its shoulders, like his,
heavy with gold. On the other side lay gifts, a fine leather
portfolio with a zip fastener for my papers, a gold cigarette
lighter. My good friend, from her modest purse, had made a
splendid birthday feast for me and now danced round the table,
delighted with the success of her great surprise,

I could hardly find words to thank her as I looked at the
flowers and the gifts and the cake and the champagne bottle,
with the forty-four points of light dancing in it. I saw for the
first time how a birthday could and should be celebrated.
Birthdays had never meant more to me than a packet or two
on my breakfast table; it had never occurred to me to make
much of them, and nobody else had ever insisted on doing so.

So the picture that I saw in that midnight hour as I opened
the door of my sitting-room is deeply imprinted in my memory,
and my heart was full of gratitude to my good friend who had
made this lovely feast. After we had examined the gifts we
snuffed the candles, because they were burning low, and we
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